Yet voter enthusiasm is high. The turnout Nov. 4 should easily break the record of 122.3 million set in 2004. And the results -although expected to be quite favorable for the Democrats -still contain elements of unpredictability. In 2004, when the presidential vote was essentially a referendum on the controversial presidency of George W. Bush, voters tended to be either adamantly in support or opposition of the incumbent. Very few were undecided about President Bush or needed to be persuaded.
That is not the case this year. With no incumbent on the ballot, candidates have had to introduce themselves to the American public. Many voters are still pondering their choice. But one thing appears certain. Come January, there will either be a Democratic president and a Democratic Congress or a Republican president and a Democratic Congress.
No one expects an outcome that includes a Republican Congress. The only question is how low the GOP congressional numbers will go. They are not too bad at present. Democrats approach next week's voting with a narrow 51-to-49 edge in the Senate (including two independents, Joe Lieberman of Connecticut and Bernard Sanders of Vermont, who caucus with the Democrats) and a 235-to-199 advantage in the House (with one Democratic vacancy, resulting from the death of Stephanie Tubbs Jones of Ohio in August).
But with Capitol Hill Republicans bearing the brunt of the party's problems, the only question now seems to be whether the Democrats can be held below the supermajority of 60 seats in the Senate and a hefty majority of 250 to 260 seats in the House. Both would be much stronger majorities than the Republicans ever attained during their recent period of congressional dominance from 1994 to 2006.
Not Over Yet I n a sense, 2008 is shaping up as a "throwback" to the political dynamics of a generation ago, when the Republican presidential candidate routinely ran better than his congressional ticket-mates. And McCain's ability to stay within shouting distance of Obama in many polls adds to the sense, at least in this corner, that the presidential race is not over yet.
The so-called "Bradley effect" -where basically, some white voters will not admit their racism to pollsters -raises some doubt about the veracity of the size of the Obama lead heading toward Election Day. In that sense, the Obama candidacy is "a roll of the dice" as Bill Clinton famously said during the primary season.
And to McCain's advantage, the nation has been quite comfortable electing Republican presidents over the past generation. The GOP candidate has won seven of the last 10 contests, with Richard Nixon pulling the South into the Republican orbit during his presidency and Ronald Reagan attracting blue-collar
THE 2008 PRESIDENTIAL TICKETS
Third party and independent presidential candidates are unlikely to be much of a story Election Night. They are not expected to draw more than an aggregate 1% to 2% of the vote nationally. But individual candidates could be a factor in individual states, with independent candidate Ralph Nader and Green Party nominee Cynthia McKinney poised to draw some votes from Barack Obama on the left and Libertarian Party nominee Bob Barr and Constitution Party standard-bearer Chuck Baldwin positioned to siphon votes from John McCain on the right. Following is a list of this year's presidential and vice presidential nominees for all parties (plus independent Ralph Nader) who received at least 100,000 votes in the 2004 presidential election. The parties (and Nader) ethnics to the GOP at least temporarily and conservative Christians permanently. The result is that the "floor" these days for any reasonably competent GOP candidate is about 200 electoral votes of the 270 needed to elect.
With his maverick, independent image, McCain is arguably the best candidate that Republicans could nominate in a year where the "base vote" is not enough. In 2004, there were roughly the same number of self-described Democrats and self-described Republicans casting presidential ballots. Since then, the Democratic numbers have grown while the Republican numbers have shrunk. McCain not only needs near-unanimous support from Republicans at the ballot box -something that the choice of Palin has helped him secure -but he also needs to carve deeply into the ranks of independents and disaffected Democrats.
For a time after the Republican convention, when McCain surged in the polls, that seemed quite possible. But the campaign in the last two months has shifted from a focus on high oil prices and the need for expanded offshore drilling (an issue that favored the Republicans) to the worst economic crisis in decades (that has boosted the Democrats). The change of focus has underscored how terrible the basic metrics of this campaign are for the Republicans.
Wind at Obama's Back N ot only is the economy a cause of considerable concern, the expensive war in Iraq lingers on, with President Bush's approval rating (around 25%) at the lowest point ever recorded by the Gallup Poll on the eve of a presidential election. The incumbent is not just a drag on the ticket, he is an albatross.
And then there is the "8-year itch," the tendency of voters over the last half century to give one party two terms in the White House before shifting to the other. 1948 1952 1956 1960 1964 1968 1972 1976 1980 1984 1988 1992 1996 2000 2004 (election Years) (Percentage of total Vote)
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trend since 1952 -in the late 1970s, when voters gave Democrat Jimmy Carter only one term, and in the 1980s when Reagan and George H.W. Bush won three terms in a row for the Republicans.
Yet while the political climate is extremely favorable these days for the Democrats, Obama has complemented this basic advantage by fashioning one of the largest, most audacious presidential campaigns in American history. By forgoing public financing, he has been able to raise hundreds of millions of dollars for his fall campaign -money he has been able to pump into both a spirited "ground game" that has helped produce a Democratic voter registration surge across the country, as well as a lavish advertising blitz (that featured a glossy, 30-minute, prime-time "infomercial" televised simultaneously on several networks Oct. 29).
The combination of money and new voters has enabled the Obama campaign to think aggressively when looking at the electoral map. They have not tried to fashion victory by simply defending the Democratic base on the two coasts, and trying to pick off Ohio or Florida. They have taken the fight to the Republicans both in the industrial states of the Midwest and the GOP heartland from the South to the Mountain West. 
PRESIDENTIAL APPROVAL RATINGS: OFTEN A PREVIEW OF THE ELECTION TO COME
There is a close, if not inviolable, correlation between a president's pre-election approval rating and his party's success, or lack thereof, in the presidential election that follows. The Gallup Poll began measuring presidential approval in advance of the 1940 election. Since then, the president's party has captured the White House in all but two elections when the incumbent's last pre-election rating was above 50%. On the other hand, the president's party has lost all but two elections when the incumbent's final pre-election approval score has fallen below 50%, and all of them when the rating has fallen below 40%. With a presidential approval rating of 25% as of Oct. 10-12, 2008, George W. Bush is on course to have the lowest pre-election approval rating ever. A close look at 3 States
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COULD THIS ELECTION MARK THE RETURN OF PRESIDENTIAL COATTAILS?
W hen Jimmy Carter's presidential campaign was riding high in the summer of 1976, a button appeared that read: "Carter's Little Lever Pals." The slogan, a take off on the old medicinal remedy ("Carter's Little Liver Pills"), was an effort by other candidates on the Democratic ticket to benefit from Carter's popularity and grab onto his apparent coattails.
But that coattail pull evaporated long before the election as Carter limped to victory by a margin of just 2 percentage points. Since then, coattails have rated barely a mention, a casualty of modestsized presidential election victories and the increased ability of congressional candidates to mount well-funded campaigns independent of the top of their party's ticket.
But if Democratic nominee Barack Obama should finish strong this year, it would almost certainly provide a major assist to his party ticket-mates. And should the Democrats increase their numbers in the Senate to a supermajority of 60 and expand their majority in the House from the current 36 seats to 75 or more in the next Congress, Obama would get much of the credit. He would deserve it as Ronald Reagan did in 1980, by taking a favorable political climate and running a campaign that boosted not just himself but his party's entire ticket.
Basically, there are two ways to evaluate presidential coattails: quantitative and qualitative.
The quantitative approach gives a numerical sense of a candidate's coattail pull, or lack thereof. It is often based on comparing the district by district vote for the presidential candidate with victorious House candidates of his party. For instance, a presidential candidate that wins a particular district with 55% of the vote as his party's congressional candidate is winning the same district with 51% is considered an example of coattail pull.
A half century or so ago, presidential coattails were often quite long. In 1956, President Dwight Eisenhower ran ahead of more than 150 of his successful Republican House ticket-mates. In 1964, President Lyndon Johnson outpaced more than 130 victorious Democratic congressional candidates. In 1972, President Richard Nixon provided coattail help to more than 100 winning GOP House candidates.
The common ingredient in these elections: They were all landslides. Since 1972, only one presidential candidate, Reagan in 1984, has been elected with more than 55% of the total vote. And George W. Bush in 2004 was the first presidential candidate since his father 20 years ago to receive even a simple majority of the vote. As a consequence, in recent elections, presidential coattail pull has been virtually non-existent in any quantitative sense.
Yet in this day and age, a candidate with a modest winning percentage can still provide the groundwork for others on his party's ticket to succeed. That was what Reagan offered his fellow Republicans in 1980. He made an effective case against President Carter, who was hobbled by the Iraq hostage crisis and an economy that had turned sour. Reagan could tellingly ask: "Are you better off than you were four years ago?" And the answer to most voters was obvious.
Reagan in 1980 had only modest coattail pull in quantitative terms -he ran ahead of less than 40 successful Republican House candidates, far fewer than Ike, LBJ and Nixon did in their heyday.
Yet in qualitative terms, Reagan proved to be an effective standard-bearer for the entire Republican ticket, which was highlighted by the GOP takeover of the Senate for the first time in more than a quarter century.
Republicans gained 12 Senate seats that year, all but one in states that Reagan carried. He ran ahead of a half dozen of the GOP Senate newcomers in their home states, in the process helping to retire such Democratic lions as Birch Bayh, Frank Church and George McGovern. The results established Reagan both as a potent vote-getter and as the undisputed leader of his party once he took office.
For Obama, a modest but clear-cut victory Nov. 4 could bring similar benefits. Less than 2 months after winning special election, Carson faces 8-way primary
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